W
riting an abstract for a research project may be difficult. It may seem like capturing an entire landscape in a small picture photo... all of the elements are identified, but without the detail. Research abstracts have many purposes; however, this article will focus on abstracts developed for submission for presentation at a scientific meeting or as an introduction of an article for journal publication.
The purpose of the abstract is to summarize the research as briefly as possible. An abstract usually provides the following information about the study:
• Its purpose, objectives, or specific aims and type of design.
• A description of the setting, study subjects, and sample members.
• A brief explanation of data collection and analysis procedures.
• A summary of important findings and major conclusions (Wilson, 1985) . Abstracts are typically short, usually 100 to 300 words, and give the reader an opportunity to determine in 1 or 2 minutes if the subject is an area of interest (Polit, 1987) .
COMPONENTS OF THE
ABSTRACT Abstracts should begin with an overall statement about the importance of the work. For example, an abstract examining smoking policies might begin by stating, "Smoking continues to be a major public health problem in the United States." The opening sentence should capture the attention of the reader. The purpose of the study should be described in
The abstract is the initial interface between the reader and the study-the quality of the abstract may influence whether the paper is accepted or if the reader reads on.
one or two sentences and objectives or specific aims should be expressed as succinctly as possible... in fact, they may need to be condensed. Examples of purpose statements are:
• The purpose of this study was to develop an instrument to measure nurses' attitudes about caring for persons with AIDS.
• The purpose of this study was to compare the effectiveness of four strategies for cholesterol reduction in at risk employees. How the investigator intends to achieve the purpose, i.e. the objectives or specific aims, can then be briefly stated. The study design should be stated to identify the type of research conducted, for example, descriptive, survey, clinical trial, experimental, or qualitative. More detail about the design is handled in depth in the body of the report.
The abstract describes the setting, sampling frame, and sample selection methods including the number of subjects to be sampled. The description of the sampling method is an important aspect to include in the abstract, as it provides the reader with information about generalizability of the study findings. For example, information provided about the sample/sampling procedure would be:
• A random sample of 600 employees, proportional to the number of male and female workers, were selected from a listing of all employees of Southwestern Hospital to participate in the survey. A response of 75% was received.
• A convenience sample of 60 employees of Data NBI with cholesterol levels greater than 240 were selected to participate in the study. Subjects were then randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. Data collection procedures such as observations, interviews, mailed survey instruments, or collection of body fluids should be stated clearly. Instruments used and their substantive content should be briefly described and actual reliability and validity data provided. The data analysis procedures should be clearly stated, including descriptive statistics and types of statistical procedures used, such as correlational techniques, analysis of variance, chisq uare analysis, or logistical regressron, Finally, the abstract should summarize the important findings in a few sentences and statistically significant results should be reported. • The results of the stud y found no sig ni fica nt differences betwe en the treatment groups regarding use of protecti ve hearing devices. Major conclusions, such as the authors' recommendation that th e family use structu red counseling to help sustain reduced cholesterol level s, should be given.
In summary, the abstract provides the reader with a concise de scription of the research work and is sufficiently detailed to provide the reader with the essence of the stu dy and its impl ication s. If guidelines for writing abstracts a re pro vid ed they should be followed carefull y, as they will help the author to focus the content and emphasize the quality of the research. The ab stract is the initial interface between the reader and the study-the quality of the abstract may influence whether the paper is accepted or if the reader reads on.
